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    1. Chapter

     

    At precisely 7:32, Dr. Marie Belmann entered the Munich Institute of Botanical Sciences through the biometrical secured glass doors. Her mind was already engaged in contemplating the day’s forthcoming experiments.

    The customary ambiance enveloped her, with the ventilation systems emitting hums, hydroponic bubbles ascending, and monitoring equipment emitting beeps. However, after eight years, these sounds had become indistinguishable from the act of breathing. Raindrops pelted the windows of the elegant glass structure, rendering the city skyline into an impressionist artwork.

    Today felt different. Heavy. Like the storm clouds gathering outside had somehow seeped into the building itself.

    Marie shrugged off her dampened coat, her jade pendant catching the morning light. Elena had given it to her for her fortieth birthday just two years ago, and she touched it absently for luck. Her eyes automatically swept toward the corner office.

    "Odd," she murmured, her brow furrowing.

     The door stood partly open, lights blazing, but no sign of Elena. Dr. Elena Mansfeld lived by routines as precise as the automated irrigation systems that nourished their thousands of specimens. First in, last out, it was practically written in stone.

    Marie's unease deepened as she approached the office. The security panel blinked a friendly green instead of the usual warning red. Elena's obsession with security had become a running joke. "Climate data is more valuable than gold," she'd say with that knowing smile, "and twice as dangerous in the wrong hands."

    "Elena?" Marie called softly, peering around the door frame.

    Empty. But the room practically hummed with recent activity. Elena's ergonomic chair sat pushed back at an awkward angle, like she'd left in haste. All three computer screens displayed active simulations, data scrolling endlessly. A half-consumed cup of Elena's special Sri Lankan tea sat cooling beside annotated printouts, the distinctive aroma still hanging in the air.

    "Checking on the boss?"

    Marie jumped, spinning to find Dr. Thomas Bach in the hallway. At forty-five, the man smoved with stealth. His wild blonde hair looked like he'd been running his fingers through it, probably had been, given his concentration habits. Despite the early hour, his lab coat was already buttoned, a steel travel mug clutched in his long fingers.

    "Elena's not in yet?" Thomas raised an eyebrow, a hint of something, concern flickering across his features. His voice carried that familiar edge that Marie had learned to navigate over the years.

    "Seems odd," Marie replied, trying to shake off her growing anxiety. "Maybe traffic? This rain is brutal."

    Thomas gave a non-committal grunt, but his eyes remained on Elena's office. "She missed our seven AM check-in. The humidity sensors in greenhouse three have been acting up all night." He raised his mug in a mock salute before heading toward the experimental chambers.

    Marie took a steadying breath and entered Elena's office. They'd been friends for three years now, ever since working together on the Arctic Resilience Project. Elena wouldn't mind.

    The wall monitors told their own story. One displayed North Atlantic Ocean temperature models, another showed carbon absorption rates for their modified mangroves, and the third...

    Marie moved closer to the third screen, her pulse quickening. The carbon capture rates were extraordinary, far exceeding their theoretical models. If this data was accurate, it could revolutionize climate mitigation. But the numbers seemed almost too good to be real.

    Elena's leather notebook lay open beside the keyboard, its pages filled with her distinctive handwriting. Despite the institute's push for digital records, Elena insisted on keeping certain thoughts in longhand. "Some ideas need the physical act of writing," she'd say.

    The latest entry made Marie's blood run cold. Elena's normally precise script looked hurried, almost frantic:

    Sample A-247 shows impossible values. Either equipment failure or,

    The sentence ended abruptly. Below it, in angry block letters:

    CHECK SECURITY FOOTAGE FOR LAB ACCESS BETWEEN 22:00 - 06:00

    WHO ELSE KNOWS ABOUT THE BASEMENT STORAGE?

    "Basement storage?" Marie whispered. The institute had five underground levels, but she only had clearance for the first three. Elena, as research director, accessed all five, including the restricted climate archive on the bottom level, where they stored their most precious samples and irreplaceable ice cores.

    "Good morning, Dr. Belmann."

    Marie's heart jumped. Dr. Alice Morgenstern stood in the doorway, her presence filling the room with authority. At fifty-two, Alice commanded respect with her sharp intelligence and impeccable style. Today's charcoal suit was perfectly tailored, her silver-streaked black hair pulled into its signature severe bun.

    "I was looking for Elena," Marie managed, quickly closing the notebook.

    Alice's gaze swept the room with clinical precision. "Clearly unsuccessful. Perhaps she's running late." Her tone suggested this was a personal affront to her precisely scheduled world. "The quarterly funding meeting begins in twenty minutes. I expect everyone present, with or without Dr. Mansfeld."

    "Of course. I'll gather my materials."

    "Oh, and Dr. Blum?" Alice paused at the door. "If you reach Elena, remind her about the Erikson Group visit at noon. They're very interested in our commercial applications." A thin smile appeared. "Seven figures interested."

    The mention of Erikson Group sent ice down Marie's spine. Elena had called them "climate criminals with checkbooks" during the last staff meeting. Her argument with Professor Mangold had been fierce enough to make even unflappable Pauline uncomfortable.

    "I'll let her know if I reach her," Marie replied carefully.

    By 9 AM, Elena's absence had become a shared concern. The core team gathered in the main conference room, each carrying their own version of unease.

     Marie meticulously arranged her presentation tablets, her movements precise yet distracted. Alice reviewed budget projections with mechanical efficiency, while Thomas fidgeted with his stylus, checking his watch with increasing frequency. Dr. Richard Lewis frowned at his phone, his conventionally handsome features etched with irritation.

    Richard had joined four years prior, bringing molecular genetics expertise from AgriGen, a background that had initially engendered tension with Elena. He maintained his corporate demeanor: tailored shirts, expensive cologne, the perpetual appearance of someone more concerned with aesthetics than urgency.

    At 9:03, the conference room door burst open. Dr. Pauline Brumiere rushed in, clutching an unwieldy stack of papers, dark curls escaping her hastily secured bun.

    "Sorry I'm late!" she apologized, her slight French accent more pronounced in her flustered state. "I was trying to reach Elena. Still nothing."

    Pauline's big brown eyes, magnified behind thick-framed glasses, reflected genuine worry. At thirty, Elena's protégée and closest friend had developed the habit of expressing every emotion across her expressive face.

    "This isn't like her," Pauline whispered to Marie as she settled into the adjacent chair. "She hasn't answered since last night."

    "Did she mention any appointments yesterday?" Alice asked, checking her tablet with barely concealed impatience.

    Marie thought back to the previous evening. She'd been the last to leave around eight, and Elena had still been absorbed in her computer, the blue light reflecting off her face as she studied data patterns. Deep concentration lines had creased her forehead—a sure sign she was onto something important.

     "Nothing mentioned," Marie replied. "She was analyzing the new climate projections, particularly the Arctic ice core anomalies."

    Thomas's hands froze on his tablet. A microexpression, part concern, part calculation crossed his face before he resumed professional neutrality.

    Richard placed his phone decisively on the table. "Should we proceed without her? The Erikson Group won't wait, and neither will our funding deadlines."

    "Let's give her a few more minutes," Marie suggested, though unease settled in her stomach like lead weight.

    Professor Heinrich Mangold chose that moment to enter. At sixty-five, the institute's director still commanded attention with his imposing presence. His tall frame, crowned with shock-white hair, filled the doorway. Wire-rimmed glasses framed eyes that scanned the room with practiced authority.

    "Dr. Mansfeld remains absent?"

    "Yes, Professor," Alice confirmed. "We've been unable to reach her."

    Mangold's expression shifted before settling into professional resolve. "This is concerning, but we cannot allow it to derail our schedule. The Erikson representatives arrive at noon, and we must be prepared with our presentation strategy."

    Marie recalled the heated argument she'd overheard between Mangold and Elena the previous week. She'd been working late in specimen preparation when their raised voices carried down the hallway.

    "You're making a terrible mistake, Heinrich!" Elena had shouted. "These people don't care about scientific integrity, they just want patents to monetize!"

    "Elena, not everyone can afford the luxury of absolute scientific purity," Mangold had responded tersely. "This institute needs funding to survive. Government grants aren't sufficient anymore."

    "So, you'd sell our research to the very companies causing the problems we're trying to solve? Have you looked at the new data? The implications."

    "Enough!" Mangold had cut her off. "The board voted. You're outnumbered, Elena. Accept it gracefully."

    Now, as Mangold presided over the meeting with practiced composure, Marie wondered if their disagreement had escalated beyond professional boundaries.

    They delayed for fifteen minutes; conversation punctuated by expectant glances toward the door. When they finally concluded, Marie felt drawn back to Elena's office.

    The only change was temporal, time stamps advancing on the computer screens, simulations running autonomously.

     Then Marie noticed something she'd missed earlier: a small keycard partially concealed beneath academic journals. This wasn't standard institute ID, it was matte black with a red stripe, the kind issued for restricted sublevels.

    Carefully moving the papers, she read "B5" in Elena's neat handwriting. The deepest sublevel, housing the climate archive. Why would Elena leave this visible when she was typically so security-conscious?

    Her phone buzzed. Pauline's text read: "Elena missed her lecture. Students waiting in Hall C. Something's DEFINITELY wrong."

    By noon, worry had crystallized into real fear. Elena had never missed a lecture in twelve years. 

    The team regathered in Elena's office. Pauline, who had a spare key from cat-sitting duties, volunteered to check Elena's apartment.

    "I'll go now," she declared, channeling her usual scattered energy into purposeful action. "Maybe she's ill and her phone died."

    No one acknowledged the impossibility. Elena maintained backup power banks religiously and had once conducted a full day of remote lectures while battling pneumonia.

    As Pauline left, Richard approached the computer displays professionally. "These simulations have been running uninterrupted for over fourteen hours," he noted, pointing to timestamps. "Look at these results, carbon capture rates nearly double our predictions."

    "Leave it alone, Richard," Thomas said firmly, surprising everyone. His voice softened. "Elena wouldn't want us interfering with work in progress."

    Marie studied Thomas's expression, genuine worry mixed with something else. A guardedness that unsettled her.

    An hour later, Pauline returned, her dark curls dampened by persistent rain. "Nothing," she reported, voice tight with anxiety. "The apartment was spotless, too spotless, like it was recently cleaned. The bed appeared unused but could have been made this morning. Her tablet's missing, but her personal laptop remains."

    She hesitated, then continued. "Her passport's still in the desk drawer, but her emergency bag is gone."

    "Emergency bag?" Marie prompted.

    "Elena keeps a pre-packed bag, clothes, toiletries, cash, first aid. She told me once it was habit from childhood. Her father was politically active in East Germany. They sometimes needed to leave quickly."

    This revelation cast Elena's absence in an even more troubling light. Had she left voluntarily? Was she running from something?

    Professor Mangold reappeared with the Erikson Group representatives, two sleek corporate types in expensive suits, oblivious to the room's tension.

    "Where's Dr. Mansfeld?" Mangold asked quietly. "Our guests were hoping to meet her."

    "Professor," Marie responded evenly, "we're concerned about Elena's disappearance, especially since her research data appears to be missing."

    Mangold's expression darkened. "What missing data?"

    "Yesterday's ice core analysis printouts, the ones showing anomalous carbon dating," Marie clarified. "Elena was excited about them. She said they revealed something unexpected in the historical climate record."

    An Erikson representative stepped forward; interest piqued. "Anomalous results? From which period?"

    Before Marie could answer, Thomas interjected. "Preliminary findings only. Nothing conclusive." He shot Marie a warning glance.

    "Dr. Belmann," Mangold said with forced calm, "a private word, please."

    In the hallway, Mangold's professional facade cracked. "This is critical for the institute," he said urgently. "The Erikson Group is offering five years of funding. Elena's absence is already problematic, and now you're discussing unverified data that hasn't undergone peer review."

    "With respect, Professor," Marie countered, "Elena's unexplained disappearance trumps corporate funding concerns. Especially since she opposed this partnership specifically."

    "That was professional disagreement," Mangold dismissed. "Elena is brilliant but idealistic. She doesn't understand funding realities in today's climate."

    "And if her disappearance connects to findings that might contradict Erikson Group's environmental impact assessments?"

    Mangold's expression hardened. "You're making dangerous assumptions, Dr. Belmann. Focus on facts, not speculation." He adjusted his tie. "If Elena doesn't appear or contact us by day's end, we'll file a missing person report. Until then, we proceed with the Erikson presentation."

    After he left, Marie rejoined the team, minus the corporate visitors.

    Thomas leaned forward conspiratorially. "Doesn't anyone find it suspicious that both Elena and the ice core data are missing?"

    "What are you suggesting?" Richard asked sharply.

    "Nothing," Thomas backtracked. "It's just... yesterday she was excited about those discoveries. She said they revealed something unexpected about natural versus human-induced climate patterns."

    Marie remembered Elena's exact words: "The core samples show significant variations," she'd said, eyes bright with discovery. "If I'm correct, there was a similar warming period 5,000 years ago, but with completely different CO₂ levels than we're seeing now. And there's something else... something in the chemical composition I can't identify yet."

    That had been the last time Marie saw her, hunched over her computer, determined to solve the puzzle.

    "I'm calling the police," Marie declared, retrieving her phone. "Elena doesn't behave like this. Something's terribly wrong."

    As afternoon light filtered through rain-streaked windows, casting elongated shadows across the laboratory, Marie focused on Elena's empty chair during her phone conversation. The detective expressed skepticism, adults were entitled to unexpected days off, but promised to send someone for a statement.

    The climate chambers continued their precise routines, maintaining carefully calibrated environments mimicking projected future conditions. To Marie, their constant hum now seemed ominous, like the building itself was holding its breath, hiding secrets behind sterile glass walls and secured doors.

    In the corner of Elena's desk, a small jade plant showed signs of neglect, its normally plump leaves beginning to shrivel. Elena never forgot to water her plants.

    Never.

    Thunder rumbled as the storm intensified, rattling the institute's vast windows. Nature itself seemed to signal that something was terribly wrong.

    The afternoon dragged on with agonizing slowness. Marie found herself pacing Elena's office, touching the jade plant's wilting leaves, studying the computer screens that continued their relentless calculations. The numbers seemed to mock her carbon capture rates that defied logical explanation, data points that suggested something far beyond normal climate patterns.

    Around three o'clock, footsteps echoed in the hallway. Professional, measured, yet somehow different from the familiar gait of their colleagues. Marie looked up to see a woman in a rain-dampened police uniform standing in the doorway.

    Officer Sarah Koch stepped into the room, and despite the circumstances, Marie couldn't help but notice her striking presence. Long honey-brown hair was pulled back in a practical ponytail, damp from the persistent rain. Her blue eyes held remarkable clarity, almost luminescent as they swept the office with trained observation. Even in uniform, her feminine grace was evident, the way she moved with purpose while maintaining an elegance that seemed to transcend her official capacity.

    "Dr. Belmann?" Sarah's voice was professional but carried undertones of genuine concern. "I'm Officer Koch from Munich Police. You reported concerns about a missing colleague?"

    "Dr. Elena Mansfeld," Marie confirmed, gesturing to the empty office. "She hasn't been seen since yesterday evening, which is completely out of character."

    Sarah's radiant blue eyes focused on Marie with intensity. "Can you walk me through what you've observed today?"

    As Marie recounted the morning's discoveries, the security panel, the urgent notebook entry, the missing data, she watched Sarah take detailed notes. The officer's presence was oddly calming despite the circumstances. There was something in the way she listened, truly listened, that suggested both competence and empathy.

    "This notebook entry," Sarah said, examining the page. "Basement storage, security footage, it seems Dr. Mansfeld suspected something specific."

    "The institute has five underground levels," Marie explained. "Elena had access to all of them, including the climate archive on B5. We found this keycard." She showed Sarah the black card.

    Sarah's fingers, elegant despite practical short nails, carefully handled the keycard. "Has anyone checked the security footage yet?"

    Before Marie could answer, Pauline burst into the office, nearly colliding with the policewoman. The young scientist stopped abruptly; her glasses slightly askew.

    "Oh! I'm sorry, I didn't realize, " Pauline's words tumbled out as she adjusted her glasses, her dark eyes moving between Marie and Sarah. For a moment, her usual scattered energy seemed to pause as she took in Sarah's presence.

    "This is Dr. Pauline Brumiere," Marie introduced. "Elena's closest colleague and friend."

    Pauline extended her hand to Sarah, a slight flush coloring her cheeks. "Pauline, please. Elena... she would never just disappear. Never."

    Sarah shook Pauline's hand, her professional demeanor softening slightly. "Officer Sarah Koch. I understand your concern. Can you tell me about your last interaction with Dr. Mansfeld?"

    As Pauline launched into her account, Marie noticed something subtle, the way Sarah's attention seemed to sharpen when Pauline spoke, how her blue eyes maintained gentle contact rather than the clinical observation she'd shown earlier.

    "She was working late on the ice core data," Pauline explained, unconsciously pushing a curl behind her ear. "Elena was excited, but also worried. She mentioned something about the findings contradicting established patterns."

    "The Erikson Group presentation?" Thomas appeared in the doorway; his wild blonde hair even more disheveled than usual. His gaze moved to Sarah with evident surprise. "Is this about Elena?"

    Sarah nodded, maintaining her professional stance despite being outnumbered. "I'm gathering information about Dr. Mansfeld's disappearance."

    "Disappearance?" Richard joined the growing crowd in Elena's office, his polished appearance contrasting sharply with Thomas's casual lab coat. "Isn't that a bit dramatic? People miss work occasionally."

    "Not Elena," Thomas said firmly, surprising everyone with his vehemence. "Never Elena."

    Sarah's eyes moved between the team members, clearly assessing group dynamics. "I understand Dr. Mansfeld was opposed to a corporate partnership?"

    An uncomfortable silence fell. Alice Morgenstern appeared behind Richard, her severe bun perfectly intact despite the long day.

    "The Erikson Group collaboration is a legitimate scientific partnership," Alice said crisply. "Dr. Mansfeld had concerns, but they were professional disagreements, nothing more."

    "Professional disagreements don't typically result in missing persons," Sarah observed, her blue eyes holding Alice's gaze steadily.

    Professor Mangold's authoritative presence filled the doorway. "Officer... Koch, is it? I'm Professor Mangold, institute director. I trust this can be resolved quickly? We have important research deadlines."

    Sarah's demeanor remained professional but firm. "Sir, a colleague has been missing for over thirty hours. Her research materials appear to have been removed, and her personal effects suggest she left in haste. This requires thorough investigation."

    "The publicity could damage our funding negotiations," Mangold said quietly.

    "With respect, Professor," Sarah replied, her voice carrying steel beneath its politeness, "Dr. Mansfeld's safety supersedes funding concerns."

    Marie felt a surge of gratitude for the officer's stance. Sarah's presence brought a welcome clarity to the situation, someone finally prioritizing Elena's welfare over institutional interests.

    "I'd like to review the security footage," Sarah continued, "and speak with each team member individually. Also, I need access to the sublevel areas you mentioned."

    "That would require special authorization," Mangold began, but Sarah cut him off gently.

    "I can obtain a warrant, if necessary, but cooperation would expedite the process." Her radiant blue eyes held a hint of determination that suggested she wouldn't be deterred by bureaucratic obstacles.

    Pauline spoke up unexpectedly. "Officer Koch, I have information about Elena's emergency preparations. Personal details that might be relevant."

    Sarah turned to Pauline with renewed interest. "I'd like to hear everything. Dr. Brumiere, could you accompany me to provide a detailed statement?"

    As Pauline gathered her papers, Marie noticed the subtle exchange between the two women, Pauline's nervous energy seeming to settle slightly under Sarah's calm presence, while Sarah's professional demeanor showed traces of warmth when addressing Pauline.

    "The rest of you," Sarah addressed the room, "please remain available. I'll need individual statements from everyone."

    As the group began to disperse, Marie caught Thomas's arm. "The security footage," she whispered. "Elena specifically mentioned last night's lab access."

    Thomas nodded, his expression grave. "There's something else. The samples she was analyzing... I think they showed contamination patterns that weren't natural."

    Before Marie could respond, Sarah approached them, having overheard. "Contamination? Dr. Bach, I'd like to discuss this further."

    The afternoon sun, filtering through rain and glass, cast an ethereal glow around Sarah as she organized her investigation. Despite the gravity of the situation, Marie couldn't help but notice how the light enhanced her beauty the way it caught the blue of her eyes and highlighted the elegant lines of her face.

    As Sarah led Pauline toward a quiet conference room for questioning, Marie observed the French scientist's usually scattered demeanor becoming more composed. Perhaps, in the midst of crisis, something unexpected was beginning to take shape.

    The storm outside intensified, but within the institute, Officer Sarah Koch had brought a different kind of energy, one that suggested answers might finally emerge from the growing mystery of Elena's disappearance.

     

  
    

  
    2. Chapter

    Detective Sarah Koch had always prided herself on the emotional distance she maintained from her cases. Three years with Munich Police had taught her that objectivity was her sharpest investigative tool. But something about the Mansfeld disappearance gnawed at her from the moment the file landed on her desk, like a persistent ache that wouldn't fade.

     Her honey-brown hair caught the morning light as she bent over the folder, still damp from her early morning run. Even in the sterile police station, she maintained the quiet elegance that had always been part of her, something that existed beyond her uniform, beyond her badge.

    "Female, fifty-two, research scientist," Hoffmann summarized, dropping the folder with unnecessary force. "Didn't come home three nights ago. Colleagues say she was acting strange before she vanished."

    "Foul play suspected?" Sarah asked, her radiant blue eyes already scanning the preliminary report. Years of reading these files had taught her that the real story lived between the lines.

    "Nothing obvious. No signs of struggle at home or office. But collogues concerned says she's never gone more than a day without contact. She missed an important presentation yesterday."

    Sarah nodded, her long fingers flipping through pages with practiced efficiency. Even this mundane task carried a certain grace. "The Climate Research Center," she noted. "High-profile place."

    "Very. Director seemed more concerned about potential publicity than employee welfare. Emphasized the 'confidential nature' of their research several times during the initial interview."

    That detail registered like an alarm in Sarah's mind. In her experience, institutional entities that prioritized secrecy over human welfare were usually hiding something. She made a notation in the margin, not just facts, but instinct.

    "Any surveillance footage from the night she disappeared?"

    "Being processed," Hoffmann confirmed. "Institute has extensive security systems. Should have something by this afternoon.”

    Sarah closed the file, reaching for her coat with a fluid motion that seemed to command the room's attention without trying. Several officers glanced up as she stood, her professional presence somehow both approachable and commanding.

    "Let's start at the institute. I want to see her workspace before it's been 'organized' by helpful colleagues."

     The Climate Research Center sprawled across Munich's outskirts like a monument to human ambition, all glass and steel, solar panels catching morning sun, living walls breathtaking with calculated green. Sarah noted the contrast between environmental consciousness and the luxury vehicles parked closest to the entrance. In her years on the force, she'd learned that contradictions often revealed truth.

    Professor Heinrich Mangold greeted them in the lobby, his silver hair and tailored suit projecting distinguished authority. Sarah's instincts immediately read his carefully calibrated performance, concerned but controlled, helpful yet hurried. Her blue eyes studied him with the quiet intensity she'd perfected over two decades.

    "Detective Koch, thank you for coming so promptly," he said, extending a hand. "This situation is most disturbing. Elena is one of our most valued researchers."

    "I'd like to see her office and laboratory," Sarah replied, keeping her tone professional but leaving no room for negotiation. "And speak with those who worked closely with her."

    "Of course," Mangold nodded quickly. "Though I should mention some of her current research involves proprietary methods and preliminary findings that haven't been peer-reviewed. We've temporarily secured certain sensitive materials pending her return."

    There it was again, the research security mentioned before personal welfare. Sarah's expression remained neutral, but she filed this away in the growing list of concerns.

    "Professor Mangold," she said, her voice carrying the steel that made even hardened criminals reconsider, "in a missing persons investigation, understanding someone's activities and state of mind takes precedence over institutional concerns. I'll need full access to Dr. Mansfeld's workspace, exactly as she left it."

    Something flickered in Mangold's eyes, annoyance? calculation? before he nodded. "Dr. Marie Belmann will assist you. She worked most closely with Elena on recent projects."

    Sarah spent the next hour methodically examining Elena Mansfeld's office. It was meticulous journals arranged by topic and date, research notes in labeled folders, desk accessories aligned with geometric precision. Not the environment of someone experiencing distress or planning a hasty departure.

    Her phone buzzed with another text from her brother about their weekend plans. Sarah quickly silenced it, slipping the device into her pocket. Personal drama could wait. A respected climate scientist had vanished, and something in the precise arrangement of this office whispered of deeper troubles.

    At 6:27 that morning, the cleaning crew had found Elena's office empty but her computer still running. Dr. Marie Belmann appeared in the doorway as Sarah processed this information, her lab coat pristine but her appearance telling a different story, unkempt hair, dark circles betraying sleepless nights.

    Sarah acknowledged Marie with a nod, her trained eye cataloging details. Was this merely a worried colleague or something more complex? In cases like these, everyone was both a potential witness and potential suspect.

    Marie guided her through an intricate maze of corridors, their footsteps echoing off polished floors. Surveillance cameras watched from every intersection, red lights blinking like mechanical sentinels. Sarah mentally mapped their locations, knowing this footage would be crucial.

    Dr. Mansfeld's office had been thoroughly examined by forensics. Yellow evidence markers dotted surfaces like breadcrumbs leading toward truth. Sarah found the Prada handbag untouched beneath the desk, next to a smartphone in a case decorated with mathematical formulas.

    These abandoned personal items sent signals to every one of Sarah's instincts. Dr. Elena Mansfeld, known for meticulous attention to detail, would never intentionally leave such possessions behind.

    "Can you show me her work?" Sarah asked, gesturing toward the computer where multiple windows displayed incomprehensible graphs and data.

    Marie hesitated before sitting at the workstation. "This is... unusual," she said, scanning files with growing apprehension. "There are hasty notes scattered throughout her documentation. 'Anomaly detected in Sample A-247,' 'Unacceptable values; repeat measurements necessary,' 'Statistical deviation exceeding 3-sigma threshold.'"

    Marie looked up, meeting Sarah's intense blue gaze. "These annotations contradict Elena's usual practices. She's obsessively meticulous in her documentation."

    Sarah leaned closer, catching a trace of Marie's expensive perfume, something with sandalwood notes. Among the scientific notations, a line in bold red text stood out: "WHO HAS ACCESS TO THE ICE CORE SAMPLES? CONFIRM SECURITY PROTOCOLS IMMEDIATELY."

    "What exactly do you study here, Dr. Belmann?" Sarah asked, her voice carrying both authority and genuine curiosity.

    “We analyze ice core samples from Arctic permafrost," Marie explained. "Elena specializes in trapped gas bubbles, ancient atmosphere preserved for thousands of years. She determines historical climate patterns and tracks anthropogenic influences on, " She stopped herself. "Sorry. We're creating a detailed timeline of Earth's climate history."

    Sarah nodded, her honey-brown ponytail shifting slightly as she took notes. "And these samples, they're valuable?

    "Scientifically invaluable," Marie corrected. "But not in a way that would typically attract... criminal interest." She pronounced 'criminal' like it was foreign to her vocabulary.

    "What's truly troubling me..." Marie lowered her voice, glancing toward the door. "I spoke with Elena yesterday evening, around 18:15, as I was leaving for dinner with colleagues. She seemed... agitated. No, more than that. She was frightened."

    Sarah pulled out a worn leather notebook and fountain pen, tools that seemed anachronistic in this digital world, but she trusted ink and paper more than any electronic device. "Tell me everything."

    "She asked if I'd noticed anything strange in the lab lately, especially in cold storage where we keep ice core samples at negative forty degrees Celsius." Marie paused. "I didn't think much of it initially. Elena is always careful about sample integrity, sometimes even paranoid."

    "And? Did you observe anything unusual?"

    "No, not then. But..." Marie swallowed audibly. "After learning of her disappearance, I checked access logs this morning. The system recorded an entry to Cold Room B at 23:45 last night. That's highly irregular. The facility is typically deserted after 21:00."

    Sarah's pen scratched across paper, documenting this critical detail. Her instincts, honed over years of investigations, screamed that the missing scientist had discovered something significant. Something someone desperately wanted buried.

    "Dr. Belmann," she looked up from her notebook, fixing Marie with her most penetrating gaze, "besides you and Dr. Mansfeld, who else has authorization to access these cold rooms?”

    Marie's complexion paled. "That's what's truly disturbing, Detective. Theoretically, only three other senior researchers. But if someone compromised security protocols or duplicated an access card..." The implications hung in the air like poison.

    Through the glass wall, Sarah observed more forensic officers proceeding down the hallway, their blue coveralls stark against the monochromatic corridor. Outside, the sky darkened with approaching storm. Lightning illuminated the distance, casting shadows across Elena's vacant workspace.

    “Did she share her concerns with anyone besides you?" Sarah pressed, her blue eyes maintaining that steady gaze that had drawn confessions from hardened criminals.

    "Just our immediate research team," Marie answered, but something in her expression suggested reservation. "Though Elena had been in high demand lately. Her recent findings generated numerous speaking invitations and consultation requests from private sector entities."

    Sarah nodded, making another note. Her honey-brown hair caught the fluorescent light as she moved, creating an inadvertent aura that seemed to put Marie slightly at ease. "It's possible someone wanted to steal her research. Or silence her." She deliberately let the ominous words hang in the air.

    Marie swallowed hard, her hand reaching for a snowflake pendant at her throat. "That's... that's unthinkable."

    "Was Elena a thorn in anyone's side? Professional rivals? Personal enemies?"

    "I... I couldn't say with certainty," Marie stammered. "Elena was intensely focused on her work. She rarely discussed private matters." Again, Sarah sensed evasion in those carefully chosen words.

    After thanking Marie, Sarah dismissed her and began a systematic examination of the office. Despite forensics' thorough processing, she relied on her own observations. Every detective developed their own rhythm, their own way of reading a space.

    The desk displayed geometric precision, pens parallel to keyboard, scientific journals arranged by height. Three whiteboards showed complex formulas and climate models in consistent, elegant handwriting. Someone deeply ordered, deeply focused.

    A silver-framed photo caught Sarah's eye. It showed Elena, a striking woman with bright eyes and dark hair embracing a young girl who appeared around twelve. They were both smiling against a snowy mountain backdrop. The girl bore a striking resemblance to Elena.

    Was this Elena's daughter? The initial file hadn't mentioned children. Sarah made a note to investigate this further.

    As she completed her circuit of the room, something odd registered. A small jade plant on the windowsill drooped with neglect, its usually plump leaves shriveled and brown
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